This article examines the uncanny parallels between Peirce's sign theory and practice and the philosophy of Vipassana Meditation. It argues that Peircean phenomenology has much to add to our understanding of the physical experience of meditation as well as Buddhist theology. A Peircean lens helps elucidate the mechanics of the technique itself, the Buddhist interpretation of thought, and, most significantly, the realms of consciousness meditation accesses. By the same token, the introspective world of bodily sensations and physiological states encountered while in a deep meditative state vindicate the heuristic value of the trichotomies Peirce invented.
Introduction
This paper examines the parallels between Peirce's theory of the sign and the practice of Vipassana meditation. The paper draws upon the personal experience of the author, a student of Buddhism and Vipassana meditator. This paper is a product both of insights gained while engrossed in meditation and subsequent reflection on the import of this experience. It argues that Peircean phenomenology has much to add to our understanding of human experience of meditation and is germane to Buddhist thought. A Peircean lens helps understand the mechanics of the technique and the realms of consciousness through which the meditator must pass through if he or she is to make progress. By the same token, the inland empire of bodily sensations and cognitive processes encountered while meditating vindicate the heuristic and explanatory force of the Peircean categories. The two schools of thought though quite distinct in intellectual genealogy, prove to be mutually enriching.
In short, the thesis advanced here is that semiotics in its schemata for conceptualizing the relationship between sign, referent, and object is more readily applicable to the internal world than to the external realm of the visual. When applied to the more mundane aspects of human reality, Peirce's categories of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness can be deemed unwieldy and unduly recondite. My argument here is that in the inland empire of signs, Peirce's trichotomies prove their validity and gain real plausibility. The paper argues that application of Peircean phenomenology to the lived experience of meditation powerfully elucidates the clandestine world of meditation and rescues it from the trap of solipsism that prevents its clear documentation.
The essay is not meant as a disquisition on sign theory or an inquiry into the epistemology of Peirce's trichotomies. There are no fine distinctions drawn between energetic, immediate or final interpretants. The paper uses Peirce's three main schemata: Icon, Index, Symbol, Firstness, Secondness, Thirdness, Representamen, Object, Interpretant, in a fairly conventional way. The aim is to use Peircean categories as probes to explain phenomena that, much like discourses around music -currently lack lexical and semantic descriptors. This paper is written in the spirit of humanism -drawing upon personal experience -and an attempt to build upon theories of the human experience. It is also unashamedly interdisciplinary and keen to highlight the parallels between Buddhism and Peircean thought despite their di¤erent traditions and epistemological foundations. The paper hopes to make a modest but edifying contribution to the corpus of approaches to semiotics and human knowing.
Peirce's mysticism and theory of mind
Peirce inquired into the essence of human nature and the meaning of the universe. His philosophy blends the cosmological and psychological. Like his contemporary and fellow William James, he studied many religions including Buddhism and was interested in Eastern philosophies. He eschewed faith, dogmatism, and superstition but saw basic truths in the core theologies including Christianity. He was committed to a search for truth and his scientific theory of mind placed mankind at the epicenter of his thought. Peirce believed that an ultimate truth was accessible to inquiring minds through non-rational channels. His architectonic ''theory of everything'' incorporated logic, science, nature, and thoughts into a web of interrelationships. Peirce did not subscribe to the Cartesian axiom of a stark division between mind and matter. Instead, he saw a continuous, seething fabric governed by general habit taking tendency. In particular, Peirce believed that mind had not been adequately examined and that it spilled out beyond the limits of our brains:
Mind is not synonymous with consciousness, and it has not been understood, Peirce said, because mental phenomena have not been subject to the same resolute scientific investigation that material events have. Such investigation has been prevented by the delusion that mind is just consciousness. (Sheri¤ 1994: 26) Peirce had a grandiose and all-pervasive vision of thought that involved all forms of matter. All parts of this ubiquitous mind-matter fabric were subject to the workings of his intertwined trichotomies of Firstness, Secondness, Thirdness. For him, everything -protoplasm, humanity, deities -were all mere manifestations of general ideas in various stages of sophistication. So, for Peirce, thought itself was a sign and driver of profound laws of the universe.
Thought is not necessarily connected with a brain. It appears in the work of bees, of crystals, and throughout the purely physical world; and one can no more deny that it is really there, than that the colors, the shapes, etc. (CP 4.551) Peirce was essentially a mystic who believed, in common with most mystics, that the universe hummed with an energy that was transcendent, open, and ecumenical in its character. All could partake of it and just as mind possesses continuous extension in space by the same token the law of the universe is discernible within our own sensory complex. This is particularly so since, for Peirce, matter, including our own human flesh is just ''deadened mind,'' which has settled into habit and lost the zest and vividness of chance. So, for Peirce, the Buddhist notion of gaining wisdom through prolonged contemplation of one's own mind would not have been an alien or nonsensical concept. Peirce coined the term ''play of musement'' to denote a form of pondering reverie where one could probe the mind and perceive otherwise inaccessible truths. Gazing at our own matter in seated quietude for long enough would surely yield up answers.
In the pure play of Musement the idea of God's Reality will be sure sooner or later to be found an attractive fancy . . . the more he ponders it, the more it will find response in every part of his mind. (CP 6.435) There is no evidence to suggest that Peirce practiced this ''play of musement'' for therapeutic as distinct from professional reasons but nevertheless it can be shown that he believed the divine to be detectable in the qualia of quotidian humanity.
What is Vipassana meditation?
2.1. Vipassana meditation: Pure phenomenological technique; no dogma Before we apply Peircean categories to Vipassana, it is worth explaining what Vipassana is. Vipassana is one of India's most ancient meditation techniques. It was discovered and promulgated by Siddhartha Gotama the Buddha more than 2,500 years ago. Vipassana means ''to see things as the really are'' and is a practical technique. Vipassana sits at the core of Dhamma -the law of nature that Buddha discovered. For Buddha, this was no idle speculation but revealed a basic truth: impermanence, su¤ering and an obsession with the ego is a universal human a¿iction that requires a universal antidote. Lost for thousands of years, Vipassana was rediscovered in Burma in the 1930s and has since undergone a robust revival with thousands of practitioners recognizing its merits and thriving Dhamma centers mushrooming all over the world. So what exactly is Vipassana?
Although the technique sits at the heart of Buddhism, it eschews dogma and has nothing to do with sectarianism. It is not based on scripture, chanting or ritual but on hard work and rigorous discipline of the mind. The purpose of the practice is purification of the mind through introspection and intense concentration. As a by-product of mental purification, many psychosomatic diseases are eradicated. However, its purpose is never ''simply'' to cure physical disease but rather the total eradication of su¤ering and the highest spiritual goals of total liberation and full enlightenment.
The premise is that the basic problem of life is its unsatisfactory nature. Things happen that we do not want; things that we want do not happen. This creates su¤ering and unhappiness that is aggravated by the damaging and reactive nature of our minds. The three causes of unhappiness are craving, aversion, and ignorance. The mind unwittingly exacerbates the trials and tribulations of daily life by turning preference into craving and clinging and prejudice into aversion and loathing. The aim of meditation is to change this habit pattern of the mind by cultivating an attitude of balanced equanimity towards the vicissitudes of life. The premise is that when one has discovered the truth of the changing mental and physical structure, one learns to stop reacting blindly. A calm and equanimous mind stops creating defilements and starts to allow its owner to live with more grace, composure, and harmony.
The path of Dhamma
There are three interrelated parts to the path of Dhamma -the law of nature as passed down by the Buddha. The first is a basic code of morality with a number of precepts called Sila. A key maxim of the technique is that wrongful actions that hurt others automatically cause turbulence of mind, interfere with the practice, and should be avoided. The second part is to establish mastery over the mind through observing one's natural respiration. Sustained attention on the intake and outflow of breath brings mental focus. This is called Samadhi and is manifest through practice of Anapana meditation. Buddha's great breakthrough was to come to the realization that though Anapana succeeds in suppressing negativities, it leaves the most deep-seated impurities untouched. The third and most di‰cult of the steps to the training is therefore that of Panna or wisdom as manifest through Vipassana meditation. It is this wisdom that completes the practice and unlocks insight. Vipassana is a deep self-instigated surgical operation of the mind that simply requires systematic and dispassionate observation of the ever-changing mind matter phenomenon through sustained and unflagging introspection. The path of Dhamma is therefore not some sort of magical panacea both mentally and physically arduous.
Samadhi through Annapanna meditation
The practice requires absolute silence, stillness in a seated posture, and deep concentration for at least an hour at a time. The meditator must initially practice Annapanna and simply keep awareness on the inflow and outflow of breath. In doing so, the attention is kept on a small patch of skin bounded by the upper lips and underneath the nostrils. Focusing on this area anchors the mind. This is easier said than done, however. In doing so, one starts to notice the link between thought, emotion, and the physical manifestations of one's own body. As soon as one starts to crave or register a negative emotion, the breath becomes uneven, the mind agitated and gross, unpleasant sensations start to arise on the skin. The first day is a traumatic ordeal and the next few invariably equally so. However, with persistence and the teacher's instruction, one suddenly finds that progress has been made. Distracted spells wherein the mind wanders become less frequent. One finds oneself able to maintain evenness of respiration, regularity of heartbeat, and calmness of mind for longer and longer periods of time. As these periods of lucidity become the norm, the mind becomes progressively sharper. Its ability to direct its attention beyond the top lip area becomes greatly enhanced. This is when Vipassana meditation proper can begin in earnest.
Panna through Vipassana meditation
In Vipassana, one moves one's attention up and down the body. This is a way of sharpening the mind through subjecting it to greater exertions. It is also a way to test and develop the faculty of total awareness. The true aim of the practice is not to experiment and amuse oneself with di¤erent sensations, however, but to use the totality of sensation as a way to develop one's equanimity. As one passes into a deeper state of concentration, one starts to appreciate the transience of matter, the fluidity of mood, and begins to fathom the intricate interlocking of the whole physical and mental complex. A neat analogy runs that the action of scanning the body with mind is akin to what happens in industrial metallurgy as machinery repeatedly passes an augmented magnet over a piece of metal to remove any impurities within it. This paper draws upon episodes in the author's apprenticeship in Dhamma and looks at them through the Peircean microscope. We first consider how the Peircean ROI model explains the procedure of thought. Second, we look at how sign referent functions help meditators register sensations. Third, we ponder the applicability of Peirce's categories to gauging levels of awareness.
3. Representamen, object, interpretant: How we think through signs and how Vipassana meditation acts to rein in the interplay of signs
Man is nothing but a sign
A sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in such a genuine triadic relation to a Second, called its Object, as to be capable of determining a Third, called its Interpretant.
- Perron and Danesi (2003: 50) Peirce's semiotic was geared to understanding phenomenology as much as it was concerned with being and ontology. Peirce posited a dynamic picture of sign production in which all was constantly in flux, transmogrifying, changing shape. Floyd Merrell (1997) describes Peircean semiosis as a ''Shiva's dance'' of perpetual interplay between Representamen, Object, and Interpretant. The theological allusion in this comment is not a gratuitous one, as we shall see. Peirce postulated that the universe was ''perfused with signs'' and that perhaps it was comprised of nothing but these signs. He also wrote that mankind, thinking only through sign vehicles, was nothing but a sign himself.
Peirce makes the following cryptic declaration in his article ''Some consequences of four incapacities'':
The word or sign which man uses is the man himself. For, as the fact that every thought is a sign, taken in conjunction with the fact that life is a train of thought, proves that man is a sign . . . it is hard for man to understand this, because he persists in identifying himself with his will, his power over the animal organism, with brute force. Now the organism is only an instrument of thought. (CP 5.315) For Peirce, individual human beings like ideas are just infinitesimal series of feelings welded together by association -it is human conceit that leads us to reify our nature and not to notice how contingent it is on fluctuating and turbulent instability.
This conception is strikingly analogous to Buddhist doctrine, which holds that we do not think as an active agent; rather we are assaulted by thoughts that arrive unbidden and are passive victims of thought. For Buddha therefore, human beings are constituted by a sequence of separate thought events. The rapid succession of these events appear to us to be continuous, allowing us to seem anchored in a settled ''I''; but this is a fiction. The reality is that we are a mass of vibrating subatomic particles. It is the mind's blind, often reckless reaction to these fleeting sensations (in either craving or aversion) that come into contact with any of the five senses -so runs Buddhist belief -which spurs on the flow of consciousness. Our consciousness is nothing more than a knitted together concatenation of sensations: a train of thought.
Peirce believed that thoughts were signs requiring interpretation by subsequent thoughts in order to achieve meaning. Signs are never stable and complete, always in process of being translated into further signs. He used a tripartite model of Representamen, Object, Interpretant (ROI) to explain this:
A sign, or representamen, is something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The Interpretant is like a further sign in the mind and in its guise as the Interpretant it is also able to assume the mantle of a further Representamen and thus incite another round of the triadic series, potentially ad infinitum. Peirce focused on the mechanics of the process but never on the ramifications of semiosis on overall human mood and outlook. It is to this aspect of sign processing that we now turn.
Unchecked semiosis is su¤ering
This is significant for this paper: it is precisely Peirce's vision of incessantly mutating signs that Buddhism seizes upon as key both to human su¤ering and salvation. It is not the process of semiosis itself that bedevils us, so much as our inability to step outside of its flow, having been conditioned to regard it as all encompassing. The paramount objective of Vipassana is to inoculate us against this spiral of interpretation -the perpetual waltz of Representamen, Object, and Interpretant: thought-feeling-thought; sensation-thought-feeling; feeling-sensation-thought; thought-thoughtfeeling; feeling-sensation-thought -through stepping outside the vortex.
One of Peirce's most notorious suppositions was the notion of unlimited semiosis -a situation whereby the cycle of interpretation/reinterpretation recurs forever under its own grim momentum. This belief in the circularity of interpretation and su¤ering is a profoundly Buddhist one, but Gautama Siddharta puts a moral cast to it. Gautama Siddharta purportedly discovered that the whole universe was composed of minute particles in a state of continuously arising and passing away. This cycle of birth, growth, death, and rebirth at the material and temporal level is paralleled at the existential level through reincarnation. It is bad and unwholesome actions that keep the cycle going and that perpetuates human su¤ering; only by intervening in thought can we remedy this state.
Buddhist mind and cognition
The Buddhist conception of mind is split into four di¤erent stages: consciousness (Vinnana), perception (sanna), sensation (vedana), and reaction (sankhara). These four mental processes happen with lightning like rapid-ity, so fast that it is impossible in normal life to deconstruct and segment the stages. In the eyes of Buddha, the first three stages allow the mind to remain balanced as the value of the sensation is neutral and no judgment has been pronounced. It is the fourth stage, that of reaction with craving or aversion, that causes agitation in the mind and leads to su¤ering. In theological terms, it is an attempt to cling on to some sort of permanence and a stable settled identity where none exists. This is what Vipassana identifies as the root cause of human misery and seeks to eradicate.
In Buddhist thought, this cycle of interpretation is akin to the wheel of su¤ering because it must entail reaction of either craving or aversion. This causes misery, su¤ering, and unwholesome actions that create bad karma. Only neutral response or an attitude of pure equanimity can break this cycle of interpretation and suspend the train of thought. We can draw parallels between the four-stage process and the ROI model. The first two stages of consciousness correspond to Representamen, sensation and perception to Object, and reaction to the Interpretant that triggers o¤ a fresh round.
The di‰culty of shutting down this reactive faculty is brought home during a meditation retreat. During meditation one is taught to void the mind of all distractions so as to stabilize its compass and make perception more acute. Yet thoughts continue to crowd in -fears, cravings, and other chimera frame our mentality entirely, causing us to be bu¤eted by storms and squalls of elation or depression. As the cogs of the mind whir at high velocity, it is almost possible to discern the syncopated rhythm of interpretation as each Interpretant thought sparks o¤ a further Representamen that will soon be interpreted (via an Object) in its turn. Peirce himself recognized this when discussing the evanescence of thought and he wrote that most of the time these thoughts are submerged:
There is as it were, an upper layer of consciousness to which reflex consciousness . . . is attached. A moderate level of attention for a second or two only brings a few items into the upper layer. But all the time the attention lasts, thousands of other ideas, at di¤erent depths of consciousness . . . of di¤erent degrees of vividness, are moving upwards . . . though most of it sunk to a great depth of dimness. (CP 7.547) Vipassana trains the mind to dispassionately observe sensations and to settle the mind in the glue of mindfulness. Once attained, this makes clear the link between stages three (sensation) and four (reaction). This gradual epiphany allows us to dampen down the mad dance of Representaman, Object, and Interpretant. Through this insight into the viciousness of reaction and the bounty of equanimity, meditators start to eradicate previous conditioning.
4. Icon, index, and symbol: Showing how novice meditators utilize sign referent operations to help scan the body and deepen concentration
My thesis is that his doctrine of the categories is best understood when this doctrine is viewed as a means by which inquirers can illuminate their footsteps.
- Colapietro (2001: 201) One of Peirce's early careers was as a mapmaker for the US Coast and Deodetic Survey. This section touches upon how his thinking aids the meditator in do-it-yourself psychosomatic cartography. One maps the body using techniques strangely analogous to his icon, index, symbol typologies. During the one-hour sits demanded by the course regime, one is asked to scan the body from the crown of the head to the tips of the toes without missing out an inch of the anatomy. One repeats this survey every few minutes. The theory is that eventually the mind should accomplish a complete comprehensive coverage of every square centimeter of the body. This is a major challenge for the novice. Because our minds our dull and many parts of the body are e¤ectively blind to it there are initially many scotomas or blind spots. Some more sensitive areas such as the fingers yield easily to the mind's feelers, but others, hard to reach patches on the back or legs remain recalcitrant. It requires much mental exertion to register any sensations in these areas. During this scanning process the need arises to link the object referent via various types of sign vehicle. This is where iconic, indexical, and symbolic sign types come into play. The technique strictly forbids use of visualization of deities and other devotional imagery. There is, however, no injunction about the mind's eye visualizing instrumentally to accelerate the connection of mind and body. There are three ways of doing this, each of which pertain to the three sign-referents: icon, index, and symbol. The aim in all cases is to link the Object (the part of the body next earmarked for scanning) with the Interpretant (sensory registration at that instant of time) via a Representamen (contrivances of mind known as sign referent vehicles).
Using symbols
The most obvious method is symbolic, whereby one calls to mind the verbal signifier -''under the right shoulder blade'' or '' a touch to the right of the left knee'' for the part of the body in question. This helps to bring it to mind but only in the most general and rough level. In the experience of the author, the use of this tactic is unconscious. It is very much the default position -human beings are conditioned into using the verbal lexicon even when asked not to. This is not surprising, as language is the master semiotic system. The everyday utterances that denote things, nouns, verbs, and other broadly conventional signs are our primary modelling system; the technique discourages this.
The symbolic is anathema to the practice of meditation because it activates the rules and codes with which we condition ourselves as social beings. These conventional signs are as contaminated with preconceptions as our minds themselves. Their arbitrary and contextual naturethey gain meaning only from relationships with other signs and their fundamental contamination with prejudice invalidates them as fitting signs. In general, once a certain level of concentration has been reached, these symbols fade away into the ether. They are still present as vague figments in the background of the mind but as the practice progresses they are slowly but surely replaced. Icons and indexes gradually assume greater prominence in navigating the inland empire as the mediator passes into deeper introspection.
Using icons
The mind's eye is incredibly active during the process of meditation. Though the body stays perfectly still, the mind's canvas is alert, attentive, vigilant, and constantly playing host to a succession of visual images and scenarios. Initially, the canvas is dominated by random interventions of past events or future portents. However, once the mind comes under control it becomes a means for projecting images of the meditator's choosing, especially those of use in illuminating and navigating hard-to-activate parts of the body.
Peirce divided all icons into images, diagrams and metaphors and all of these gambits are employed as a way of focusing attention on the right part of the body. First, one way to use iconicity is to pattern match a facsimile image of the body part in the mind's eye. This process is akin to the creation of a CAD computer aided design model put to use in building a prototype. This is then mentally grafted onto its proper referent by an imaginative e¤ort.
Second, iconicity can work by means of a diagram -not an exact replica but a loose and abstracted figure that loosely maps out that part of the anatomy. A blueprint of the shoulder area or small of the back receive rough treatment as a sort of x-ray. This helps in the very early stages of self-scanning in helping the mind grope towards some tangible sensation. Some meditators visualize paint rollers moving inexorably down their bodies, some imagine disembodied white gloves stroking over their skin. The precise metaphor used seems to be moot and incidental -they all work towards drilling mind's antennae into progressively greater sensitivity.
Third, connections are made by way of metaphor. The premise of this is an ability to draw parallels between the act of settling attention through the will and the equal and opposite reflex of the nerve endings in response to that. The force of imaginative brainpower of visualizing the body is answered by an equally powerful response. There is some overlap with indexes in this form of iconicity; nevertheless the relationship between the sign and its referent is one of resemblance. In all these cases, the aim is the creation of analogous sensations that fool our minds into transmitting sensations.
Using indices
The whole procedure of Vipassana meditation is dictated by the use of indexicality -the pointing function of the mind in determining the vector of body scanning. The use of indices -sign to referent through a relationship of contiguity -is more of a last resort than a first call. It is a way of reaching out to the more hard to sensitize areas of the body. In order to isolate and pick out an obscure patch of stomach, rib cage, one traces around the flank, fixes upon an area, as if with a mental crampon and then attempts to direct one's attention towards the area adjacent to it. This is an indexical operation of conscious maneuvering rather than ''blind compulsion.'' It is a method for reckoning approximation of position through contiguity. Often it is a way by which completely inaccessible areas yield, after multiple scannings, to touch.
The other use of indices is through a relationship of causation. This is where the vexed question of undue imagination, fantasy crops up in our argument.
In order to simulate certain bodily sensations, the mind rehearses fictional physical assaults or kinetic pressures on the body. To do this, the mind invents miscellaneous attacks to justify pain or sensation in these areas. In an extreme case, a crossbow bolt may be imagined embedding itself in the thigh, a razor blade may pass itself over the left cheek. In some other circumstances, a feather may caress the back of the upper ear lobes. All these confabulations are in the service of stimulating sensations, in order to prod the nervous system into action and thus to help in sharpening the mind.
It may be that these methods of using icons, symbols, and indices are confabulations and to be discouraged; but they are actually how novices grow into the meditation task. Peirce might have said that these cribs are the pragmaticist's answer to the ine¤able mystery of our minds.
5. Firstness, secondness, thirdness: Accounting for the successive states of consciousness undergone in Vipassana meditation
Firstness, secondness, thirdness: A preamble
This is the most alluring but perhaps most contentious area of the paper. This is first because the concepts of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness are open to broad interpretation. Second, because our inquiry takes us into the province of divinity, truth, and musings on what moving towards a form of enlightenment might feel like. It aims to show how Peirce's thinking also has a bearing on the types of human consciousness undergone in meditation. The basic thesis adumbrated is that meditation seeks to purify minds by allowing us to freeze our thought processes in slow motion such that we can observe them detachedly. The indefatigable contemplation of bare thinking gradually puts a brake on the usually unchecked cascades of thought-signs. Gradually the meditator's mind becomes honed in acuity, able to swim within the flood and finally so pointed that it can put this process into reverse. This leads to the third polemical contention, that meditation puts into reverse the traditional vector of the three categories.
Peirce gives his categories the names of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness. The reason for the names becomes apparent as the manner in which the categories function unfolds. Experience moves the understanding from a confused total grasp wherein there is no di¤erence between dream and reality, possibility and actuality -because all is wrapped up in one ''blooming, buzzing confusion'' -to definite experiences and conceptions wherein the determinate plurality intruded into the objective whole (Secondness) becomes intelligible through sign relations. (Deely 2000: 46) As our knowledge of the technique increases, we are conditioned out of habitual thinking -a flawed Thirdness, and graduate via intertwined states of Secondness and Firstness and when supremely experienced and skilled reach a state of Zeroness beyond the realm of mind and matter. The ambition is to return happily to the ''blooming, buzzing confusion''; but not regard it as such.
It may seem disingenuous to describe the categories in such a regimented way. Segmenting a messy reality through ordinal numbering is problematic. Colapietro shows how Peirce's categories were less about strict codifying and classifying of known phenomena, but rather ''resources for guiding and goading investigations along untrodden paths'' (Colapietro 2001: 208) .
Colapietro recognizes some of the provisos needed when using the categories of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness:
The categories, though they are themselves principles of articulation, are in some respects ine¤able. Though they are aids in making sense out of anything whatsoever, they are to some degree precariously situated on the ever shifting boundaries between sense and nonsense . . . Hence at one juncture they merge seamlessly into the flow of our everyday notions, while at another they tumble ever downward into a devouring darkness. (Colapietro 2001: 204) E¤ectively, Colapietro interprets the categories as tints, moods or tones of thought rather than as clinically neat descriptors.
This more fluid and ambiguous definition suits the spirit of this paper since the world of sensations is often indeterminate and analogue, not digital. The gentle segue from sharp and precise itch to more generalized throb through to extended wave is subtle and di‰cult to pinpoint accurately. This is one of the implications of this paper -a reinterpretation of the categories as blurred; part of phenomenological chaos; bleeding into one another at the margins.
Thirdness -habit pattern
The realm of ordinary everyday experience in Buddhist thought is that of life lived as Secondness but reflected on as a Thirdness. Buddhism holds it is the jaundiced tinge with which we imbue our actions with that traps us within the realm of Thirdness -that of delusion and prejudice. In this realm we are at the mercy of our untamed mind, which tends to fixate upon transient moods and mistake them for reality. Breaking out of this negative, normative realm of Thirdness is the way to shatter and remodel the habit pattern of the mind.
Peirce himself equated Thirdness with the notion of habit; as Zeman writes:
The concept of habit for Peirce may fairly be identified with Thirdness; note that for Peirce ''habit'' is not restricted to our ordinary use of the word. The habits by which I deal with my environment are just one species of what Peirce calls gener-ically ''habit.'' Any regularity, any disposition -including, for example, the laws of physics -counts as habit, as Thirdness for Peirce. And Thirdness, habit, is pre-eminently the category of reality. (Zeman 2004 (Zeman [1977 The main objectives of meditation are to sensitize us to mind's habit pattern.
Discursive thought intervenes to comment on every triviality. Pain becomes ever present and aches and twinges become fused together with previous instances in one's life, seen as providential -reified and made somehow existential. Problems with posture are transformed into occasions for self-castigation -''I should have brought a cushion,'' etc. A lone bout of coughing in the room -isolated Secondness among the silence that could be ignored -becomes an occasion for irritation and mute admonishment of that person which can then tip into a soliloquy on mankind's general lack of consideration (and courtesy), which is a slip back into fretful Thirdness. From mind's point of view therefore, this sudden ban on Thirdness is a harsh imposition.
Peirce might argue that this is due to the colossal force exerted by the law of Thirdness to which our attention always returns.
The cast iron law of the universe is that of Thirdness, so how to counter it? Indeed, Sheri¤ writes that even when we endeavor to describe a Firstness or Secondness we can only do so by invoking a Thirdness. This encapsulates the di‰culty of meditation -it runs counter to reality ''what is last in the order of evolution is first in human experience. Thought is representation; it is signs of signs'' (Sheri¤ 1994: 32) .
In the teaching of Vipassana, it is the clutter of thoughts thrown up by Thirdness that preoccupy our mind and prevent us from living in and engaging in the present. As Hart writes, paraphrasing S.N. Goenka:
The mind spends most of the time lost in fantasies and illusions. Reliving pleasant or unpleasant experiences and anticipating the future with eagerness or fear. While lost in such cravings or aversions we are unaware of what is happening now. . . Yet surely this moment, now, is the most important for us. We cannot live in the past it is gone. Nor can we live in the future; it is forever beyond our grasp. We can only live in the present. (Hart 2004: 74) The mind does not want to be corralled and expects to revert to old habits. It does its best to throw o¤ its rider like a crazed rodeo animal. It now plays treacherous games -feigning drowsiness or flailing in whimsical distraction. It resists at all costs the concentration on the mere ''brute facts'' of reality ''as it is.'' It also throws up the detritus of past reactions. All sorts of negative thoughts get dredged up for review: words of rebuke from one's boss, negative self-talk, guilt about past deeds, dread about the future, even revenge fantasies inflicted, inextricably on random individuals. Facing them is unpleasant and distressing because they force uncomfortable existential questions. How can I reconcile these thoughts with my self-image as a good person? Why am I so filled with loathing? How can my mind create such nasty thoughts? Why can't I get rid of these destructive impulses? How can my educated mind be so frivolous, scatty, and sporadic? For Vipassana this signifies the stock of old sankharas or defilements of mind, coming up onto the surface. It is only by purging ourselves of these negative conditionings that distort our worldview that we become purified and free from su¤ering.
Secondness -bare concentration
Secondness is the easiest of the Peircean categories to discuss. This is the category of everyday life events recognized as discrete; it is the knock on the door that interrupts a sonata; it is the unexpected rear-end collision on the road; it is the hearing of one's name shouted by a friend. Seconds are unique existences, singular in space and time. Secondness is the domain of ''brute facts'' -this is where the mind dwells at the initial phase of the practice.
Just focusing on our phenomenology highlights physical discomfort. Sitting motionless for up to an hour causes aches and pains to develop on the body. The knee becomes sore, a sharp pain develops in the neck, a throbbing cramp develops in the foot. Shifting of position only redistributes the pain: legs crossed, half lotus, Japanese sazen, kneeling with trunk upright, a footstool under one's legs, one leg out in front the other curled under, sitting on a footstool with arms wrapped round knees, a stint of sort of sedentary genuflection -no matter; the pain continues. The mind starts to stray into the province of Thirdness. What angle to have my right knee at so as not to bring on the pain of my arthroscopy scarring? How to prop up my left knee so as not to block o¤ the flow of blood to my foot? This is an understandable human reaction, the searching for causation and the rationalization of a situation drawing on precedents. It is however anathema to the practice of meditation. One needs to stay in the realm of Secondness -''brute facts'' as they appear in their singularity without analyzing them within an explanatory framework. It is the registering of sensation at a basic level -in its specificity that most counts. The sudden pin prick of pain on the crown of the headthe sudden ache or pang or twinge in the calf muscle, anything that can be identified as a discrete entity by human nerves. The key is not to wrangle and question its existence but simply neutrally observe:
They may be of any type: heat, cold, heaviness, lightness, itching, throbbing, contraction, expansion, pressure, pain, tingling, pulsation, vibration or anything else. The meditator does not search for anything extraordinary...whether the sensations are pleasant or unpleasant. . . (Hart 2004: 92-93) Discomfort is a major obstacle because as we start to hate prolonged pain the physical pain becomes mental pain and causes great anguish. The key to break the chain of su¤ering is not to identify with the pain but observe it detachedly as if a doctor examining a patient. Eventually, the pain itself succumbs and dissolves -starved of the loathing and psychic energy that kept it burning. Just being able to focus on Secondness with the breath is a major milestone in personal development. From the Peircean perspective again, this is extremely di‰cult as Thirdness is the natural teleology of the general idea and thought train that is human.
Firstness -strange free flows
Sooner or later we arrive at a stage where the nature of the sensations changes. Now we are aware of a uniform type of subtle sensations through the body, arising and passing away with great rapidity . . . we perceive only as a mass of vibrations that cannot be di¤erenti-ated.
- (Hart 2004: 120) Eventually, on the penultimate day of the ten-day meditation retreat, one crosses a threshold. One moves into a swirl of perception that is more subtle, less determinate, and less localized than before. As the mind becomes ever more acute and sharp, it starts to feel free flows. Free flows are best described as fountains of sensation, generally pleasurable, which sweep up and down the body or contiguous parts of it. These free flows consist of minute vibrations, faster than the mind can possibly register and impossible to fix into one location. While these flows are ambivalent and elusive in their character in many aspects they seem to correspond to Peircean descriptions of Firstness:
An instance of that kind of consciousness which involves no analysis, comparison or any process whatsoever, nor consists in whole or in part of any act by which one stretch of consciousness is distinguished from another, which has its own positive quality which consists in nothing else, and which is of itself all that it is, however it may have been brought about . . . (CP 1.306) It is fiendishly di‰cult to identify a Firstness because it is in the realm of the pre-reflexive it is a merely an attribute or quality rather than an embodiment of that quality as such. In theory its existence is so dubious and precarious that it must e¤ectively become evanescent as soon as one attempts to grasp it or pin it down. They are far more akin to the inchaote impressions derived from a favorite piece of music, an emotive flash of color or any other disembodied attribute (cardinal virtues of Firstness) than to the much more graspable, individualized, and substantive qualities of Secondness. Peirce scholars may challenge this classifying of free flows as a Firstness. It is true that their incidence is always subsequent to grosser, solid sensations. They are therefore not a prior possibility in the generally accepted sequence of making things concrete. Nevertheless, the slightly unnerving, novel quality of the free flow, their scintillating evanescence and the impossibility of isolating them along the body render them uncannily endowed with Firstness criteria.
Zeroness -uncommon wisdom
Eventually, as the mind becomes progressively more powerful, it goes beyond the level of the skin to search beneath it feel flesh, bone, and even organs.
Maintaining perfect equanimity and working diligently and ardently one is eventually supposed to attain a perfect dissolution of the mind body complex. The apparent solidity of mind and body dissolves, the meditator experiences nothing but vibrations, oscillations, and a current of energy passing through the body. Passing through this stage and remaining immune to the bliss and euphoria that accompanies it, one eventually reaches a state called ''nirvana.'' This represents the apotheosis of Vipassana where all distinctions and our attachments to them melt away and all is mere quality without fixity. This is a very advanced stage that the author has not attained but has heard first hand from others and can meaningfully extrapolate from his own experience.
From the Peircean perspective, this can be interpreted as a reinvigoration of matter and activation of the quality of mind lying latent within it, which thus vindicates the unity of the thought throughout the universe. Peirce himself hints that there is a transcendental nothingness before and behind his categories and he is at pains to distinguish between classical negation and this singular ''pure zero'' possibility; a distinction that goes beyond semantic quibbling:
For not means other than, and other is merely a synonym of the ordinal numeral second. As such, it implies a first; which the present pure zero is prior to every first. The nothing of negation is the nothing of death, which comes second to, or after, everything. But this pure zero is the nothing of not having been born. It is the germinal nothing, in which the whole universe is involved or foreshadowed. As such it is absolutely undefined and unlimited possibility -boundless possibility. (CP 6.217) So, approaching the practice of Vipassana through the eyes of Peirce, it appears as if it is e¤ectively reversing his categories. The meditator travels via a focus on Secondnesses out of the habit pattern of Thirdness into shades of Firstness, which serves to undo our social conditioning and purify the mind. Those who proceed with the practice reach a level of acuteness of mind that allows them to penetrate into a deeper internal reality of great sagacity, they can be said to have entered the realm of ''Zeroness'': Knowledge (gnosis) has here a deep phenomenological foundation that transgresses -but does not reject -our normal understanding of the scientific and the rational. Mystical knowledge is subjective without being personally individualistic, in that it bases itself on subjectivity's general aspect. To reach this is to attain what our culture once called wisdom. But this type of knowledge may well be the central or fundamental aspect of human knowledge. (Brier 2007: 8) 6. Conclusions: Summary, review of key points, and implications
Peirce the panentheist
In the preamble to his paper ''Peircean panentheism and scientific mysticism,'' Soren Brier writes: ''Thus Peirce seems to be a panentheist! As Peirce further roots his abductive reasoning in 'musement' a sort of mystical state of spontaneous thinking leading to hypothesis, it seems fair to characterize him as a mystic whose path to enlightenment is science!'' (Brier 2007: 1) There is a certain agreeable occupation of mind which, from its having no distinctive name, I infer is not as commonly practiced as it deserves to be . . . It begins passively enough with drinking in some nook in one of these three Universes. But impression soon passes into attentive observation, observation into musing, musing into a lively communion and give and take between self and self . . . the play will be converted into scientific study. (CP 6.458) Peirce goes on, in the same article, to discuss how the contemplation of the interconnection between the di¤erent Universes should lead to an argument for belief in a deity. This is redolent of the meditator who, with continued and diligent practice gradually becomes acquainted with species of consciousness that convince him or her of the link between their nature and the nature of the universe.
Peirce and abduction
Peirce believed that human beings were hardwired with a natural aptitude for guessing correctly more often than not. Accordingly, for him this had crucial evolutionary benefits since competitive environments forced the species to find correct hypotheses more quickly than pure chance. According to Peirce, our minds have an innate tendency or homing instinct for discovering ''true theories.'' Peirce saw abduction in which play of musement plays an integral part as the motor of human creativity in all forms of human endeavor, instrumental in all breakthroughs in human cognition.
For most purposes it is the best way to think; for instinct blunders far less than reason. Reasoners are in danger of falling into sophistry and pedantry. Our instinctive ways of thinking have become adapted to ordinary practical life, just as the rest of our physiology has become adapted to our environment. (CP 7.45) It is a shame that Peirce was never introduced to the training of Vipassana. It might have helped with his chronic neuralgia, depression, and other complaints. His direct contact with his own ''glassy essence'' might have provided an empirical counterpoint or support for his theories.
It is also ironic and regrettable that such an angst-ridden ''wasp in the bottle'' should have sketched out schemata of perception but never have applied them in order to transcend the damaging entanglement of signs in which he was imprisoned.
Some implications
Semiotics is a discipline geared towards the interpretation of signs in the external world. This paper has focused instead on semiosis in the internal world. It has shown how the Peircean categories apply to many facets of Vipassana meditation. Peircean categories accurately describe our manic flow of thoughts and help us understand how meditation calms the mind. It has examined how self-scanning uses the triadic sign typology of icon, index, and symbol. Finally it has shown how Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness make sense of our deepening forms of consciousness and how this represents a deliberate reversal of the natural habit-taking tendency of our human minds.
As our mania for expanding our minds and augmenting our cognitive powers continue, the sort of mind training entailed by Vipassana may become more mainstream. Meditators report how their work rate and e‰-ciency register startling improvements with practice. Neuroscientists have documented how meditation has a direct positive impact on brain activity in the cortex. As we gradually break down the distance between software and wetware personal computer interfaces may become more closely enmeshed with our own brain functions. Developing mental cursors equipped to access and manipulate IT data will make understanding our exact thought processes more urgent.
Peirce provides the conceptual apparatus for us to theorize about how the mind operates and its relationship with its environment. Once again, Peirce proves the relevance of his thought for both providence and posterity.
